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Abstract: As part of the on-going debate around the inclusion of the two-way symmetric model in the 
development of public relations theory, this paper reflects on an Australian case study from the 
property development industry. It illustrates some of the practical benefits of conducting this type of 
communication in the commercial sector, and suggests that a key to making this form of public 
relations work successfully is to approach communication with management as if they were a target 
public in their own right. Using Marston’s (1979) RACE (Research, Action, Communication, and 
Evaluation) framework as a guide, the paper then suggests ideas that might be used in reaching, 
persuading and influencing publics generally to see how these could be made relevant to the conduct of 
‘balanced’ communication with management. The paper concludes that such an approach might 
overcome many objections to the inclusion of symmetrical models in public relations theorising. 
 
The title and theme of 2006’s ANZCA conference invited delegates to think about ways in which they 
can communicate in creative and innovative ways in order to empower participants in the 
communication exchange. Academics and practitioners in public relations are uniquely positioned to 
contribute to the discussion. The discipline of public relations is focused on the creation, maintenance 
and enhancement of relationships through communication. Its putative (albeit controversial) normative 
paradigm, the two-way symmetric model of public relations, goes even further: it is all about balancing 
the communication equation, using creative approaches to facilitate the free and uniform flow of 
information and thus power between organisations and publics. In this way public relations 
practitioners are able – potentially at least – to empower all participants in the communication 
relationship. In actuality, though, the discipline has been less than whole-hearted in its embrace of the 
two-way symmetric approach to public relations. Public relations practitioners and academics know a 
lot about how to make information flow outwards to publics. They know how to court publicity, how to 
transmit factual information, and they have well-developed ideas and plenty of practical instruction 
about how to gather feedback from publics and fine-tune organisational messages to achieve strategic 
objectives. But the idea of developing strategies and tactics that present this feedback in such a way 
that it might directly influence and affect organisational attitudes and behaviour has been less well 
received. Critics – such as Leitch and Neilson (see, for example2001), L’Etang (2003), and Pieczka 
(1996) to name but a few – view such an outcome as highly unlikely and unrealistic, especially in the 
context of public relations as practised in the commercial sector. There is therefore relatively little 
guidance available on the subject of how to facilitate the effective communication of the wants and 
needs of publics to organisations, and thereby empower all participants in the process. Significant 
practical areas appear to be critically under-examined and little attention has been given to the 
pragmatic issues in conducting this type of public relations.  
 
This paper will suggest, however, that a balanced and mutually-responsive dialogue between 
organisations and publics (fostered by public relations practitioners) is in fact not only possible but 
sometimes desirable – maybe even necessary. The paper begins with an outline of the history and 
background of the debate around symmetrical public relations in order to highlight some of the major 
concerns with the model. A case study is then presented from the Australian property development 
sector, one of the most cut-throat and profit-motivated areas of the economy. In this instance, a 
creative, symmetrically dialogic approach managed to successfully resolve an extremely difficult 
situation, where the future development of a project had been jeopardised by public objections. This 
example demonstrates that the two-way symmetric approach to public relations can be not only viable 
but invaluable in commercial situations, and should therefore be considered more fully. Marston’s 
(1979) RACE (Research, Action, Communication, and Evaluation) framework is then considered for 
its appropriateness in giving guidance to practitioners seeking to communicate symmetrically. It is 
hoped that this will suggest a new area for consideration in the development of public relations theory. 
 
From an academic perspective, the concept of mutually responsive dialogue has been significantly 
under-theorised, although the notion of dialogue generally has been important in the development of 
public relations theory and practice. From Heath’s discussion on the importance of responsive rhetoric 
(see, for example, Heath, 2000) to Ledingham and Bruning’s work on relationship management 
(Ledingham & Bruning, 2000), the requirement for organisations to be receptive to engaging in 
dialogue as a means of obtaining input from publics is high on the agenda of contemporary 
theoreticians. A dialogic approach was first suggested in the work of early public relations pioneers 
such as Ivy Lee and Edward Bernays. When they began their careers in the early 20th century, the 
public relations profession was noted for its attitude of ‘the public be damned’. Lee and Bernays were 
largely responsible for developing approaches that take into account the feelings and attitudes of those 
receiver publics, determined through the gathering of feedback and the monitoring of responses. This 
concept of dialogue was extrapolated further in the mid 1980s to encompass situations where 
organisations are not only called upon to receive feedback from publics, but also to respond positively 
to suggestions gathered in this way.  
 
Although there has been some discussion around this type of public relations – labelled two-way 
symmetric public relations by J. Grunig and Hunt (1984) – much of the tone of this debate has been 
extremely dismissive of the construct. Many of the model’s critics seemed to have particular problems 
seeing its relevance to commercial situations, suggesting its usefulness might at best be limited to the 
area of not-for-profit organisations only. At worst, it was perceived as an impractical, unrealistic, and 
ultimately unattainable ‘Holy Grail’ for practitioners. As a result, the practicalities of implementing the 
two-way symmetric model of public relations have never really been considered deeply by academics, 
although the concept has been the subject of much criticism. Much of this critique has been relatively 
abstract in nature though, focusing on the conceptual role of positively responsive dialogue, and in 
particular whether it should be afforded the normative status claimed by J. Grunig (see, for example, J 
Grunig & Grunig, 1992; J Grunig & Huang, 2000; and J. Grunig & Hunt, 1984, among many others). 
However, the fact that critics have been able to provide numerous examples where the two-way 
symmetric model of public relations cannot, does not, or will not apply seems to have resulted in the 
dismissal of the concept of dialogue (particularly responsive dialogue) as a distinct entity on the 
theoretical agenda, other than as a process incorporated within the development of other theories.  
 
Perhaps the problems with the two-way symmetric public relations model – and its subsequent 
discrediting – are related to the lack of consideration given to its practical implementation. There 
appears to be a real dearth of answers to the question of how responsible, ethical public relations 
practitioners can facilitate the effective communication of public wants and needs to management or 
clients. Clearly, a focus on the ‘how to’ aspect of two-way symmetric public relations makes certain 
assumptions. Primarily it takes for granted that such a practice is desirable. This point of view is still 
hotly debated in public relations circles, but – based on an ad hoc and informal survey of web-based 
lecture slides from Australian universities – it seems to be gaining support among tertiary educators. 
This would lead to the conclusion that the prioritisation of this paradigm among practitioners is likely 
to increase over the next few years as the current crop of students begin to work in industry.  
 
Given the potential importance of two-way symmetric public relations, why has it received so little 
attention in terms of practical application? Even J. Grunig and Hunt (1984) acknowledged this situation 
in the earliest presentations of this model when they stated ‘Although there are many examples of the 
two-way symmetric model in action, public relations people talk about this model more than they 
practice it’ (p. 27). Perhaps the answer lies in the pragmatic difficulties in actually implementing this 
model. The lack of definitive research in this area means that a ‘trial-and-error’ approach to 
implementation is still prevalent, and each error made serves to reinforce the perception that the two-
way symmetric public relations model is problematic. As Leitch and Neilson (2001) put it, ‘…genuine 
dialogue is a problematic concept for system[s] public relations because it has the potential to produce 
unpredictable and dangerous outcomes’ (p. 135). Arguably, it is not that dialogue generates random 
outcomes; rather it is that not enough is understood about how to manage the other half of the 
communication equation to produce predictable results. 
 
At this point it is worth clarifying the role of the public relations person in this type of exchange. There 
are two basic approaches that can be taken by organisational public relations practitioners in the 
conduct of two-way symmetric public relations. Firstly, they can facilitate the presentation of a case or 
information by stakeholder/s directly, and/or secondly, they can act as advocates to management on 
behalf of others. In some ways, this is reflective of Holtzhausen and Voto’s (2002) suggestion of an 
activist role for organisational public relations practitioners, although perhaps without the need to 
pursue ‘unsanctioned’ (Berger, 2005) or subversive tactics. In either case, the aim is to give 
stakeholders or publics influence in the decision-making process. The ability to make the final decision 
may still remain with the organisation, but it is prepared to listen to, and act upon, the input of others. 
The role that organisational public relations people play will be determined by a number of factors 
including their own experience and understanding of the issue, the stakeholders’ ability and willingness 
to speak for themselves, and the nature of the corporate culture in which they are operating. Whether 
public relations practitioners are helping others to speak, or speaking on behalf of others, this is a 
difficult and demanding task.  
 
This is acknowledged to be a simplistic conceptualisation: in particular it does not necessarily address 
the situation where there are more than two participants in a dialogue, or where there are conflicting 
points of view among publics. However, it serves to suggest the ways in which the public relations 
function can act as a point of balance and facilitate different flows of information and power without 
actually involving or changing their own position on an issue. Some critics (such as Parkinson, 2001), 
feel that ‘[a]ny attempt by an advocate to simultaneously represent two interests is doomed to failure’ 
(p. 30). Yet it has not been found to be impossible in other milieux. In a parliamentary democracy, such 
as the United Kingdom, MPs are expected to ‘fulfil a constituency role effectively, and they must 
balance this against the other roles required by both party and parliament’ (Jackson & Lilleker, 2004, p. 
509). This perspective shift – while not adversely affecting the professional responsibilities of the 
public relations person to their employer – would be extremely helpful in presenting stakeholder issues 
effectively and convincingly, either directly or as an advocate. It is undoubtedly a difficult thing to do 
at all, let alone to do well, yet it seems an increasingly important area for consideration and reflection 
in public relations. As influential public relations analyst Traverse-Healy (1989) puts it 
Balancing the often-conflicting interests of groups themselves seemingly in conflict is 
accepted as a difficult, if sometimes impossible, task. That it must be attempted and be seen 
publicly to have been attempted is also acknowledged. And whose task is it? More often that 
not it is ours. (p. 159) 
 
This may highlight the value of such an altruistic approach in abstract, theoretical terms, even in the 
face of difficulty and adversity. However, it seems that even proponents of the two-way symmetric 
approach to public relations find it hard to relate the model directly to success in the commercial arena. 
In their original 1984 explication, Grunig and Hunt themselves identified examples only from the 
government and not-for-profit sectors, such as schools. It is this silence on the relevance of the model 
to profit-making concerns that has largely been responsible for allowing critics to call it into disrepute, 
thus curtailing the serious consideration of symmetry in the development of public relations theory. Yet 
examples do exist that show how a two-way symmetric dialogic approach to the conduct of public 
relations can result in a ‘win-win’ outcome in even the toughest and most demanding of financial 
environments. 
 
A case study1 
Socom is a large and successful Melbourne-based public relations agency. Among its clients is Becton 
Corporation, one of Australia’s leading property development companies. In 2004, Becton approached 
Socom to seek its help in resolving a long-running issue that was threatening to turn into a very public 
crisis. In the early 1990s, Becton had pioneered medium density development on the site of the old 
Jolimont rail yards in Melbourne. At that time, government approval was given for the development of 
the entire site in a series of stages: by 2002, Becton was ready to begin work on stage seven (Eastside). 
In the 1993 application process, permission had been granted for two eight storey buildings on this site, 
plus one building up to 54 metres in height. However, Becton’s detailed submission in 2002 varied 
considerably from the original concept plan, and included three 57 metre buildings. These revised plans 
were approved by federal planning authorities, but drew sharp criticism from Melbourne City Council 
officials and local residents as well as members of the federal opposition and the media. Eastside 
residents formed a community group and raised $65,000 to take legal action against the state 
government’s approval of Becton’s planning application. Their appeal was successful and the decision 
was overturned: permission for the revised development was rescinded. The Eastside residents had 
been transformed into an empowered, active – maybe even hostile – public, with whom Becton still had 
to engage in order to gain approval for a new application. 
 
Becton then approached Socom to create a campaign that would help the developers re-establish a 
working relationship with the Eastside residents, rebuild the company’s reputation with the community, 
and eventually secure residents’ support for the new proposal. Socom proposed a strategy that followed 
the basic principles of two-way communication, beginning with a research phase to establish locals’ 
readiness to even engage in dialogue with Becton. Many residents were initially wary but pleased with 
what they saw as Becton’s initiative in attempting to seek a better solution, and signalled their 
willingness to have a say in the new plans. Having begun repairing the damage done by the court action 
in this way, Socom then initiated a period of trust building and planned discussions involving key 
publics such as body corporates and existing property owners. Specific issues, such as concern about 
shadows from proposed tall buildings falling over swimming pools and parks, were discussed in detail, 
and alternative proposals were developed. These suggestions were taken back to Becton for 
consideration. 
 
It was at this point that Socom began to depart from a traditional asymmetric approach to 
communication in this situation. Rather than helping Becton find ways of bringing its publics into line 
with organisational aims and objectives, Socom’s principals strongly advocated the local residents’ 
ideas to Becton. Given the Eastside residents’ organised status, close relationship with a hostile media, 
and actively aggressive attitude to Becton’s plans, anything that might be seen as an attempt to ‘sugar 
coat’ the same pill could have created even more problems. Socom held a series of consultation forums 
with body corporate executives, property owners, and representatives of local government who 
identified and clarified specific areas of concern in the previous plans. The groups were also invited to 
come up with their own solutions to the issues they had raised. Socom’s senior management then took 
the decision to persuasively present the residents’ concerns and suggested plans to Becton in the hope 
of convincing the company of the benefits of changing its project design. This approach was felt to be 
far more likely to result in a satisfactory outcome than an attempt to persuade the various publics of the 
validity of Becton’s ideas. After some discussions between senior Socom representatives and Becton’s 
management the development company agreed to revise its proposals for stage seven of the Jolimont 
program to incorporate measures that addressed the residents’ concerns. 
 
The 2004 revised version of the plans was taken back to the consultative groups and received an 87% 
approval rating. On May 19 2005, Melbourne City Council voted to withdraw its objections to the 
proposal, and on June 1 the state planning minister approved the modified development application. 
Local media – once some of Becton’s strongest critics – expressed their appreciation of the consultative 
process that had been undertaken ("Jolimont railyard tower approved," 2005). The development of 
stage seven has since proceeded in line with the 2004 proposal. 
 
This approach relied heavily for its success on the character and experience of Socom’s principals, and 
the nature of their relationship with the client. Obviously this would not work in all situations, but this 
example clearly shows the value and potential benefits of the two-way symmetric form of public 
relations in an extremely competitive and sensitive area of commerce. Such relevance to the profit-
making sector was previously disputed, and formed a large part of the basis for criticism of the model. 
As Leitch and Neilson (1997) – among others – noted, ‘That organisations may rightly perceive there 
to be no advantage in adapting to the “environment” through compromises with their publics is one 
reason that the symmetrical approach may not be adopted’ (p. 20). Hopefully this example will 
demonstrate that there are advantages to communicating symmetrically, even in hostile and difficult 
situations, and in contexts where profit is a major motivating force. 
 
However, if public relations practitioners and academics are to consider adopting a symmetrical 
approach to communication, a suitable framework must be found around which to construct their 
efforts. The Socom method of interpersonal communication and persuasion will not be appropriate for 
everyone. Ways in which public relations practitioners can influence or persuade publics to align with 
organisational objectives have been the subject of innumerable books, journal articles, training courses 
and practitioner discussions. Marston’s (1979) widely-recognised RACE acronym is often used as a 
framework around which communications are structured to persuade publics to a certain 
(organisational) point of view. It is therefore suggested that this same algorithm will provide a useful 
and recognisable framework to begin addressing the issue of how to achieve balance in the 
communication with management or clients. This is the first step towards thinking deeply and 
strategically about how to conduct the ‘other half’ of two-way symmetric public relations, which might 
in turn enable public relations practitioners to better understand how to anticipate and manage the 
entire process.  
 
Research 
As in any public relations communication effort, it is important in two-way symmetric public relations 
to establish who the target publics are, and their existing attitudes and levels of understanding of the 
situation. Additionally, it is also necessary to discover what channels would be best to reach these 
people. It is extremely interesting – and of considerable relevance – to note how few public relations 
texts include management as one of the target publics for communication efforts. Most deal only with 
consumers, clients, suppliers, employees, investors, community and government: even allowing for the 
acknowledged organisation-centric approach of much public relations theorising, it still seems strange 
that the concept of ‘management as a public’ is not specifically addressed more widely.  
 
As when reaching more conventional audiences, a management target public can be approached 
directly, and/or via an influencer. Identifying the necessary recipients of stakeholder communication is 
unlikely to be as simple as tracing the organisational hierarchy as far up as possible: as White and 
Dozier (1992) put it,  ‘…decision makers and decision making are considerably more complex than 
what [sic] organizational charts suggest’ (p. 93). Organisational literature such as annual reports should 
be researched, and enquiries made of other well-informed employees to determine who should be 
included as members of such target publics. However, it is most likely that the primary targets for this 
type of communication will be found among the organisation’s leadership. This dominant coalition is 
broadly recognised as playing a fundamental role in setting the tone of organisational communication 
(Ulmer, 2001). It is also likely to have a significant function in decision-making, the area within which 
stakeholders might most effectively seek to have influence.  
 
Having identified who makes the decisions in the organisation, it is necessary to research this public 
like any other, if dialogic public relations is to be implemented meaningfully. Thus, questionnaires and 
telephone or Internet surveys might be helpful in identifying management opinions and attitudes. Less 
formal, more interactive techniques including focus group-type meetings and one-on-one discussions 
could also help to find out current positions and views among management. Decision makers need to 
be categorised demographically and psychographically according to their situation and interests. This 
includes exploring their existing understanding of, and attitudes towards, stakeholders. In much the 
same way as research is currently conducted to find out how publics think about organisations (see for 
example Schuler, 2004) and used as the basis for creating management programs, so management 
should now perhaps be encouraged to talk about how they perceive stakeholders. This research will 
also be significant as a benchmark of the situation to be used in comparative studies at the evaluation 
stage of the public relations process. In the Socom case, there is no clear evidence of such research 
being undertaken specifically for the situation described. However, discussions with the principals 
involved reveal clearly that in-depth interpersonal communication carried out with senior Becton 
management over a long period of time prior to the Eastside situation arising would have provided just 
this sort of information. 
 
As part of the research into ‘management-as-public’, public relations professionals should also be 
thinking about how they might connect with secondary or influencer publics in relation to decision 
makers. As an illustration, if it is acknowledged that tertiary-level public relations educators have an 
important role in supporting and encouraging the influence of the two-way symmetric paradigm among 
emerging public relations practitioners, then logically the assistance of business educators will be 
necessary to achieve this same effect among their students. Working in close association with 
influential interest groups that share this macro-view of the role of two-way communication might also 
be beneficial in increasing the understanding and appreciation of this model among business leaders. In 
the case study under consideration, a peak professional body such as the Urban Development Institute 
of Australia (UDIA) would have provided an ideal channel to provide influential access to the 
developer. Interestingly, some work is already being done with the UDIA by public relations 
practitioners based on the Gold Coast, which has resulted in the organisation becoming more aware of 
the role of public relations in the community consultation process. In addition, this interaction is 
providing an opportunity to introduce – and perhaps promote – the idea that consultation can in fact be 
a responsive process, rather than a simple collection of public feedback by developers. 
 
Action 
Public relations professionals need to influence – most often by participating in – the dominant 
coalition (White & Dozier, 1992). As boundary spanners, public relations practitioners relay 
information about stakeholders to the dominant coalition. In the two-way symmetric model, it is 
necessary to go further and present that information as persuasively as if one were trying to bring 
stakeholders into alignment with the organisation. In this way, the public relations person can actively 
encourage the development of a ‘Power With’ situation: ‘an empowerment model where dialogue, 
inclusion, negotiation and shared power guide decision making’ (Berger, 2005, p. 6). Generally 
speaking, what is addressed here are forms of public relations that work within organisational systems 
– what Berger (2005) labels ‘sanctioned’ behaviour – rather than resistant, oppositional or 
guerrilla/countercultural approaches to the situation, which go beyond the limits of this paper. The aim 
is not for the public relations person to act as the ‘ethical guardian’ for the organisation (a role that 
L’Etang (2003) asserts is mythical anyway). This ‘Power With’ model certainly seems to describe the 
situation that Socom was in during its discussions with Becton. The prior relationship and trust built up 
between the consultancy and its client allowed Socom to clearly advocate for the inclusion of the public 
voice in the creation of the revised development proposals. 
 
Rather than enforcing some sort of abstract notion of fairness upon a dominant coalition – an unlikely 
scenario, at best (Berger, 2005) – the public relations practitioner could arguably be more effectively 
employed in the creation of a ‘safe space’ for the presentation of stakeholder arguments. This ties in 
very closely with Habermas’s notion of the public sphere (see, for example, Habermas, 1984), a 
concept that has previously been discussed in relation to the operation of public relations by writers 
such as Leeper (1996), Leitch and Neilson (1997), and McNair (1996), among others. The 
organisational public relations person could make a significant contribution to the conduct of two-way 
symmetric communication by facilitating and/or assisting the contribution of publics to the conduct of 
‘good argumentation’ (Habermas, 1984) resulting in a rational discourse in which the result is based on 
the ‘uncoerced consensus’ (Habermas, 1984) of the participants in the discussion. As critics of 
Habermas’s theories (such as Kaufman, 1999) have noted, though, it is not always the better argument 
that wins.  
 
This is particularly so if not all would-be participants have equal access to the (public) sphere of 
discourse. If one element has more resources at their disposal (perhaps a better-equipped or more 
experienced public relations person in their corner), then there is a very real chance that it will not be 
the better argument that triumphs: it will instead be the argument that is put better. But this potential 
imbalance may be redressed if public relations personnel operating under a two-way symmetric public 
relations model apply their persuasive skills and techniques as much to the organisation as to the 
publics. This is certainly what happened in the Socom/Becton case study, where Socom’s senior 
representatives put forward the publics’ concerns in an extremely forthright and convincing way. In 
addition, a practitioner committed to the concept of two-way symmetric public relations might also 
choose to undertake a program of capacity building among participant publics (see, for example, 
Cuthill, 2005) to increase the publics’ communication skills and confidence.  
 
Communication 
As has been said about the role of communication in public relations, ‘…plans are only as good as their 
execution’ (Lamb & McKee, 2005, p. 2). The sort of message construction techniques more usually 
intended to create persuasive presentations to publics (see Pratt, 2004, for example) could equally be 
used to communicate stakeholder concerns to management. The channels chosen to present these 
concerns can be just as influential on management as on other publics. Presentations made by publics 
themselves are not only more effective (arguably) because they are more genuine and therefore 
heartfelt, but also because they do not then compromise the position of the public relations person 
within the organisation. However, where stakeholders are not in a position to state their own case, it 
may be necessary for the public relations professional to act as an advocate on their behalf. The Socom 
team used clear and rational argumentation to convince Becton of the need to respond positively to 
public wishes in the Jolimont development application. Socom’s strong pre-existing relationship with 
Becton doubtless provided a good foundation for these discussions, which could undeniably prove a 
significant strain on such a business association in other circumstances. 
 
As a general guideline, an iterative approach to communication is often helpful in presenting 
information persuasively. This is a concept already recommended for use by public relations 
practitioners looking to ‘sell’ the need to conduct research to management (Richter & Barlow, 2000). 
In the context of two-way symmetric public relations, this could be translated as a need to repeat 
stakeholder messages to management to maximise their impact. In addition, as with other publics, 
multiple channels should be used to enhance the impact of these messages upon management, 
including oral involvement or follow-up on non-verbal communication. 
 
Evaluation  
The final stage in the RACE process is the evaluation of the communication effort. Reference to 
Macnamara’s (1999; n.d.) inputs, outputs, and outcomes model may be useful here with a focus on the 
connection to management. Outputs may refer to the number and type of communications resulting 
from the particular public relations program under consideration received by target public 
(management) members. Under a two-way symmetric model of public relations, outcomes may be seen 
in attitudinal or behavioural change, or both. Most obvious would be where the organisation directly 
and positively responded to suggestions made by publics, as seen in the Socom/Becton case. However, 
attitudinal shifts within the organisation are just as valid, even if they do not necessarily have a 
behavioural outcome. These may be measured by replicating the research carried out at the planning 
stage of this process, and comparing the findings. In order to have real validity, the evaluation section 
requires deep interrogation of these perceived outcomes. For example, does it matter who has the 
change in attitude? If one or more executives or management members come to better understand and 
appreciate the public’s point of view, but the CEO does not and refuses to respond, is that a ‘win’ for 
two-way symmetric public relations? 
 
This is by no means a comprehensive review of the applicability of public relations planning theory to 
the creation of balanced, symmetric communication, but it is indicative of the potential extent of the 
area under consideration. This paper has added to the discussion about the development of dedicated 
public relations theory by suggesting that academics and practitioners re-visit the idea of symmetric 
communication. This model is shown to have suffered from a lack of in-depth consideration because of 
a belief that it is inherently flawed. This belief rests largely on the notion that the concept of two way 
symmetric public relations must be unsound as there are circumstances in which it seems that it cannot 
be applied, specifically within the commercial sector. It is suggested that, in fact, this is largely because 
the focus of most public relations theory and practice has been on the conduct of communication with 
publics external to organisations. Insufficient consideration has been given to the practical 
implementation of the ‘other half’ of the communication equation, that is, presenting the ideas of the 
publics to the organisation. It is further suggested that this could be overcome if public relations 
professionals interested in implementing the two-way symmetric model think about organisational 
management as they would any other target public. The Socom case study illustrates clearly the value 
of taking this approach with clients, and it has been suggested that this could – and should – be 
extrapolated to include communication with management in an in-house situation. The success of 
Socom’s ‘management as public’ approach was in no small measure due to the particular nature of the 
relationship between the company’s senior principals and the client. However, it has been suggested 
that this form of symmetric communication could be facilitated in a broader range of situations by the 
use of a theoretical – but practical – planning framework. The RACE acronym is suggested as one such 
framework. This widely-accepted guide to constructing dialogic public relations programs, usually 
targeting groups external to the organisation, provides methods of approaching this task in a strategic 
and effective manner. Other approaches may be just as effective, perhaps even more so. The intention 
of this paper is not to provide an exhaustive or even a comprehensive overview of the possibilities this 
methodology offers. Rather it is to provide a point of departure for the discussions necessary among 
practitioners and academics about this important – and neglected – area of public relations practice. In 
turn, it is hoped this might result in the re-energising of the development of public relations theory that 
incorporates and acknowledges the significance of symmetrical forms of the practice. 
 
Endnote 
1 This information is taken in part from Socom’s award-winning submission in the PRIA Golden Target Awards 
2005. Assistance was also generously supplied by Paul Duboudin of Socom, which is gratefully acknowledged.
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